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The British aren’t very good at democracy. We have actually only been a democracy for 90 years, and that’s stretching a point. In 1918 the British electorate grew from 8.4m to 21.4m, though while all men aged over 21 now had the vote, women had to wait until they were 30. 
The voting age was equalised for both sexes in 1928, adding 5m more women to the electoral roll. Before we congratulate ourselves too heartily for these reforms it is worth reminding ourselves that in terms of female representation in Parliament Britain does rather less well then either Afghanistan or Iraq. 
 
Modern British democracy essentially gives no more power to people than to vote for MPs every few years, and it is built upon a political party system which offers menus of policies in the form of manifestos. The ability of the citizenry at large to make their voices heard is strictly limited. 
Moreover, in the 1980s central government effectively emasculated local democracy in the shape of local government. Between 1979 and 1994 no fewer than 150 Acts of Parliament were passed removing powers from local authorities, with £24billion a year (at 1994 prices) transferred to unelected agencies such as Development Corporations. 
We may agree that our democracy is infinitely preferable to autocracy, but let’s not pretend that it is anything other than a rather thin brew.
 
The historian, EH Carr wrote in 1951:
 
“To speak today of the defence of democracy as if we are defending something which we knew and had possessed for many decades or many centuries is self-deception and sham…Mass democracy is a difficult and largely uncharted territory; and we should be nearer the mark…if we spoke of the need, not to defend democracy, but to create it”. 
          (EH Carr, The New Society, 1951.)
The 1918 Representation of the People Act hardly signalled a crucial breakthrough for democracy in terms of the hostility of the governing elite. Former Prime minister Herbert Asquith wrote in 1920 of:
 
“these damned women voters…dim...impenetrable…for the most part hopelessly ignorant of politics, credulous to the last degree, and flickering with gusts of sentiment like a candle in the wind.”
 
Indeed, all electoral reform from 1832 onwards came about through pressure from below and the reluctant surrender of power by governing elites acting in self-preservation. There was never any great republican upheaval like there was in France. This has had a lasting impact on popular British politics, resulting in a passive form of citizenship.
 
My contention is that the fragile nature of British democracy has profoundly affected the development of museums and has blighted the creation of a democratic museum sector in this country.
 
I want to look at the obstacles to the full flowering of the democratic museum, and to the consequences of this stunting of growth. First, I want to consider the nature of democracy a little more, so that we can be sure what we mean when we speak of the democratic museum.
DEMOCRACY…  
 
The word ‘democracy’ derives from the ancient Greek demos, meaning citizen body, and kratos, power. It was the ancient Athenians who created the first democracy in 508 BC, one wherein all citizens – only males, of course, women and slaves not welcome – were involved, and who had voting and judicial rights.
The Athenian system of government lasted until 323 BC when the Macedonians had other ideas. From that time onwards ‘democracy’ has been equated with popular power. In most societies democracy has been seen as something to be avoided at all costs, as the rule of the mob, even though democracy is often spoken of with reverence. 
 
The Victorians thought democracy an exceedingly dangerous notion, fit only for other Europeans and for Americans. The vast majority of the British people were believed by the governing elite to be entirely incapable of exercising any semblance of political judgement. As GK Chesterton wrote, the Victorian elite saw democracy as “government by the uneducated”.
 

One response to the lack of appetite for democratic reforms, as illustrated by the limited impact of the 1832 Great Reform Act, was the petition presented to Parliament in 1838 known as the People’s Charter. The six-point Charter called for the following: 

 

· Universal suffrage
· Secret ballots
· Annual elections
· Payment of MPs
· Equal electoral districts
· Ending of property regulations governing the membership of Parliament
 
With the exception of annual elections all of these demands were eventually met, but at the time they were treated with contempt. Thomas Macauley, the eminent historian, wrote that: 
 
“universal suffrage…is utterly incompatible with the very existence of civilisation…England would fall from her high place among the nations”.
 
 Many politicians and activists have sequestered to themselves the term ‘democratic’, because of its enormous motivational and propaganda value. Among the most notorious of these was the Communist Party of Kampuchea, better known as the Khmer Rouge, which created the state of Democratic Kampuchea in 1976. 
The Khmer Rouge then presided over three years of increasingly bizarre repression which cost the lives of millions of Cambodians, all in the name of a Maoist and Marxist-Leninist transformation programme which was designed to turn Cambodia into a rural, classless society - a perversion of the ideal of democracy.
 
Nonetheless, the term ‘democratic’ connotes liberalism, enlightenment and progressive thinking, reason and individual liberty. Not mob rule, but mass engagement: in the words of Abraham Lincoln, “government of the people, by the people and for the people”.

...AND MUSEUMS

And so we come to democracy and museums. I have been interested in the notion of the democratic museum for many years. Indeed, it was because I believed – erroneously, as it turned out – that they are democratic institutions that I started working in museums in 1981. 

I had developed a rose-tinted view of museums on our family visits in the 1950s to Kirkstall Abbey and the Abbey House Museum in Leeds, two bus rides away on the other side of the city, where we marvelled at the Victorian street scene and the displays of old toys, and activated the Murder in the Museum automaton; and on a single visit to Leeds City Museum with my father, where an unfeasibly large spider, a scary tiger and a coal mine made a big impression. 
Of course I found out many years later that it wasn’t a real coal mine at all, but simply part of the cellar painted black. 

Encouraged by these childhood adventures, and later by visits to the Science Museum and the old London Museum, I got it into my head that I could use my many history qualifications (and, let’s face it, they aren’t much vocational use for anything else) to empower working class people. 
My basic misunderstanding about museums was that I thought they were places where people like my parents and sister, who left school with no qualifications and with a limited confidence in their own intellectual capacity, could discover new avenues to learning and self-improvement. 
Somehow, in my naivety, I had got the idea that these great public institutions had been created for that end. I realised when I began to work in museums that I was being delusional. I realised that museums were dominated by educated people who didn’t share my views. Their approach to museums was not dissimilar to Macauley’s perspectives on democracy.
How on earth could this be?

We are all aware that many of our museums were founded in the middle and later decades of the 19th century. Among the complex motivations was the perceived need to provide to the new industrial working classes opportunities to extend their knowledge, thereby to encourage responsible citizenry. 
The popularity of Mechanics’ Institutes’ educational programmes, devised specifically for industrial workers, stimulated public interest in the notion of museums. Government even went so far as to enable municipal authorities to provide museums, in 1845. Thereafter followed a rush of municipal museum foundations. 
It is interesting at least, and no coincidence, I fear, that so many museums were created precisely at the time when there was such determined resistance to creating a more democratic political system. Many of our museums - and the same can be said for all those created right up until the First World War – were created by a society which was dominated by a small, rich, educated elite, and where the majority of the adult population had no say whatsoever in the governance of the country. 
Ostensibly, many of these foundations were for the benefit of the industrial working classes, but I suspect that in actuality, right from their earliest days, museums thought and ran themselves more like private clubs than public institutions founded for the benefit of the masses. 
Museums may have been set up in an atmosphere of enlightenment, but this does not mean that they were democratic in nature, and I believe that exclusivity is in their DNA. 
Many decades were to pass before a combination of developments opened the way for museums to come to resemble democratic institutions. I will come to that shortly, but first let’s look at the c-word – “class”, a term with which we are never comfortable in museums.
CLASS

There are those who believe we are now a classless society, though only people who never spend time in the council estates of Liverpool or Manchester, Leeds or Newcastle, or London, could subscribe confidently to this view.
What is true is that since the 1960s class distinctions have blurred, and traditional social class bonds have weakened. This process of democratic transformation has occurred during the lifetime of all the people in this room – which might explain why talk of class differences may sound to some no more relevant than the Spanish Armada.
It would be anachronistic to describe the “lower orders” prior to 1800 as “working class”, but from the 1820s this term came into popular use, as the new manufacturing society grew. From the 1850s the typical Briton was an industrial worker, and the first working class MPs, both miners, were elected in 1874. By 1900 the working classes had become a respectable sector of political society.
The working classes were diverse in nature, with skilled workers at one end of the spectrum, and people living in abject poverty at the other. In 1918 they were mostly manual workers employed in manufacturing. Working conditions were harsh and long, housing was poor, there was really no state system of secondary education for other than a small minority, welfare services were limited.

Over the next five decades or so there was a steady improvement in the material condition of the working classes, with a growing standard of living, improving housing, better health, more education and, thanks to the post-war Labour Governments, the coming of the welfare state. 
Security of employment grew too, though real poverty and social distress were never banished. Even politically the working classes saw a change for the better, with six governments formed by the Labour Party between 1918 and 1974, and the growth of the influence of the trade union movement.
These developments led to what some have described as a decline of the working classes, or, put another way, the loss of a distinctive working class identity. As incomes have moved towards equalisation, and as the numbers working in manual roles have declined, we have seen a homogenisation of living standards, perhaps even an embourgeoisement of the working classes.
The mass unemployment which returned after the mid-70s, added to the growth in the numbers of married women going out to work, led to a deepening fissure between those who were still earning and other groups – unemployed people, old people, single parent families, unemployed ethnic minorities. 
This social polarisation created what some commentators have referred to as a new social underclass. The enterprise culture of Thatcherism deepened this social fissure even further, and the notion of the solidarity of the working classes evaporated.
The loss of authority of the trade union movement (to this day fierce critics of the Thatcher regime can be found commending the destruction of trade union power during the ‘80s) and the unelectability of the Labour Party both shifted perceptions of the working classes, and led directly to the creation of New Labour – a political party which no longer promotes itself as the party of the working classes. 
As unemployment reduced again in the ‘90s and in the early years of the 21st century, we find ourselves in an evolving social and political landscape, one where, despite the survival of working class sentiment, it is becoming more difficult to speak of the working classes and their cultures and preoccupations, though we are happy to use the term ‘popular culture’, which to all intents and purposes has supplanted the term working class culture, while meaning much the same thing.

Nor does this new landscape dissuade journalists from continuing to use the term ‘working class’, as in “the vast majority of white working class boys  are leaving school with too few qualifications” (The Guardian, 1 Feb 2008) or “white working class boys least likely to go to university says NAO” (The Guardian, 25 June 2008).
In a survey earlier this year no fewer than 52% of interviewees in a MORI poll still described themselves as “working class”, so it appears that, psychologically at least, we have not yet quite become a classless society (The Times, 19 March 2008). 
In a country where nearly 4 million children are living in poverty, in families which struggle to afford basic things like healthy food, school uniforms and shoes, in families which don’t have books or computers, or the £8, £10, £12 or £15 for admission to a museum exhibition; where in some areas more than 30% of children have parents who are unemployed and claiming benefits; where a child in a northern city will live six years less than a child in a wealthy London suburb, it is, in my mind, a gross misrepresentation to claim that we do not have a host of social issues to resolve which are based on inequality and class differences. 
Ultimately, we simply cannot ignore the failure of museums to respond effectively to the rise of the working classes during the 20th century. This failure has left us struggling as an entire sector to demonstrate our widespread social relevance. This failure has led to our being viewed by society at large as elitist. 
When Government produced its Policy Guidance entitled Centres for Social Change; Museums, Galleries and Archives for All, in May 2000, it utilised the definition of social exclusion used by the Cabinet Office’s Social Inclusion Unit: “a shorthand term for what can happen when people or areas suffer from a combination of linked problems such as unemployment, poor skills, low incomes, poor housing, high crime environments, bad health, poverty and family breakdown”. 
The document, using language that became familiar in the years when we became more and more uncomfortable with the term working class, went on to report that only 23% of people from social classes DE visited museums compared with 56% of people from classes AB. 

I don’t intend to labour the point about the success of 20th century museums in attracting the middle classes and virtually no-one else. There is plenty of evidence. 
In my own experience I remember tackling this directly at Tyne & Wear Museums in the ‘90s, when half a decade of concerted action by a dogged staff, under the initially sceptical gaze of socialist politicians, shifted the balance of museum visiting away from ABC1s towards C2Des (A Question of Perception, Museums Journal, April 1999).
I contend that this neglect of a large proportion of the population was a result of a failure by the museum establishment to accept any responsibility for providing social value to working class people. The idea of providing value to the whole of the public in return for public funding just does not seem to have been in the museum psyche.
In failing in this way museums fell off the pace of social reform and transformation during the 20th century. It was not until the past three decades that we have seen museums begin to shape up in this respect, as changes in the museum workforce began to impact on attitudes, thus paving the way for a flowering of the democratic museum. 
OPPOSITION

Nonetheless, there still are apologists for the narrow appeal of museums. None is more eccentric than writer James Delingpole. His argument runs along the lines of: museums should stay fossilised rather than follow the directions of the trendy left wing fanatics in Government, who insist that museums should seek some broader social relevance. 
The Institute of Ideas, a rather mysterious right wing think tank, treads a similar path in blaming the Labour Government for urging museums to seek a socially active and inclusive role.
What we see time and again is a conflation of the idea of a popular museum, one that has a broad social appeal, with that of the ruination of something that needs to be cherished. Art critics are particularly partial to this tactic, and the volume of bluster brought on by exhibitions of Kylie’s outfits, James Bond props or, frankly, anything viewed by Brian Sewell, often reaches deafening proportions. Someone is being betrayed. Not sure who, but it’s probably people who would rather museums were empty, or at least devoid of people from the toiling classes.
 “…a museum is supposed to be a space for contemplation, not throngs”. Who says so? Actually The Times’s Chief Art Critic 3 months ago (The Times, 2 July 2008), though I am unclear exactly what authority she has for claiming this on behalf of the public at large who provide the funding for our public museums. 
I find it interesting that when critics attack exhibitions such as these, they usually begin by railing against what they see as the vacuous content, then give the real game away, in the blink of an eye, by castigating the audiences the exhibitions attract. 
I give you three examples: 17 years after we opened the Art on Tyneside display at the Laing Art Gallery in Newcastle, I still recall the Macauleyan venom hurled at the display by art critics, one of whom wrote the following, which I never tire of quoting:

“It was clear from comments in the visitors’ book that, with some sectors of the public, Art on Tyneside has been popular. I suppose one must accept this. If some visitors are so unimaginative that they need half-baked gimmicks to make history come alive, then by all means let them have them. But not in an art museum…”It is the policy of the Laing to make art more accessible to the people” reads a large notice at the entrance to the museum…Yes, but accessible to which people? Not, certainly, to those who are interested in fine art”.

17 years later I read the following, in an article complaining about the recent Tutankhamun exhibition at the O2:

“Will crowds come away delighted, enthralled and determined to join an Open University degree course in Egyptology? Will stag parties be spent with the great bulk of Tut material in the vast Cairo Museum instead of boozing in Budapest or Bratislava? Will holidays be spent pursuing Tut to Karnak and Luxor instead of lazing on the beaches of the Seychelles and Sodomolinos?”

Another critic wrote of the James Bond show at the Imperial War Museum:
“Popular culture is ruthless, unsparing and voracious. Not content with taking over cinemas, newspapers, televisions, shopping streets and bookshops, it wants also to control everywhere else”.

The lack of interest in or understanding of the audiences for exhibitions like these, and the contempt shown for these audiences, could be dismissed as eccentricity or journalistic hyperbole, but personally it makes me very angry.
These are the sneering voices of a spoiled and privileged elite, who are unwilling to countenance the idea that not everyone shares their tastes, not everyone has had the benefit of their upbringing and education, not everyone reads broadsheet newspapers, not everyone hates the St Pancras embracing couple, not everyone gets Mark Rothko, not everyone hates Jack Vettriano, not everyone wants to enjoy their culture in an atmosphere of reverential silence, surrounded by no-one other than snobby art critics.

A few years ago, in a paper entitled Positioning the museum for social inclusion, I tried to get to grips with what I saw as a knowing and deliberate approach to keep museums exclusive. I described this approach as the Great Museum Conspiracy. 
I considered four factors: who has run museums, what they contain, the way they have been run, and for whom. I saw at the heart of the Great Museum Conspiracy a power system which I venture to suggest, during the 20th century, ignored and therefore betrayed working class people, and betrayed the concept of the democratic museum. 
I still see this power system in play, though I do believe that we are shifting into the era of the democratic museum through the combination of factors I considered in that paper.
THE DEMOCRATIC MUSEUM

So, what does a democratic museum look like? In its purest form the democratic museum has the following characteristics:

· it attracts diverse audiences which are representative of society at large, through diverse programming which operates on many levels, and these audiences have developed the social habit of using the museum regularly
· it places an emphasis on people and identity 

· it has social goals and is socially responsible, because it understands that it is using public funds
· it involves the public in many ways, not solely as visitors, through consultation, advice and participation – it is integrated into the lives of its communities, it contains their voices, it is based on dialogue
· its governance is not elitist, and is accountable to the public

· it is not afraid of controversy, debate and opinion; indeed, it welcomes these and encourages varied reactions; it may even embrace political stances in a transparent manner; it may fight for social justice
· it does not have admission charges, neither for permanent displays nor for special exhibitions, and therefore it does not have a two-tier system of access (some day someone will explain to me the logic behind publicly-funded museums routinely levying a significant admission charge for special exhibitions, when if they structured their budgets differently they wouldn’t have to do so)
And let’s be absolutely clear - the democratic museum is not anti-scholarship; not anti-collections; not anti-research; not anti-quality; not anti-intellectual. In fact, the democratic museum demands scholarship, collections, research, quality and intellectualism. We must not be deceived by people who claim that popularising museums means rejecting these things, who claim that democracy equals dumbing down, who claim that creating social value through access and inclusion is uncivilised. 
In the summer 2008 edition of the Art Quarterly, the new Director of the Fitzwilliam Museum was asked; “You have a reputation for opposing populism. Is this fair?” He replied: “I am attracted by an institution with a strong scholarly purpose.” My interpretation of this exchange is that the new Director feels you cannot be both populist (and I’m not sure whether this was meant by the questioner as a prejudicial term, but I suspect it was) and scholarly.  If this is the case, I beg to differ.
I realised many years ago that no two museums are the same, and we cannot reduce the challenge of providing the museums society deserves to simplistic labels. The term ‘democratic museum’, though, is not merely a simplistic label; it refers to a museum that has a wide range of attitudes and approaches, that does not have an exclusive and narrow role. Different types of museum can be democratic. What they will share is a belief in the entitlement of the whole of society to the benefits museums can provide, and a determination to take positive action to deliver that entitlement.
It is the local authority museum sector where we see the potential for the democratic museum in clearest relief, and I am delighted personally that progress continues to be made in this respect as museum professionals all over the country show commitment and courage in broadening audiences and creating real social value.
This does not mean that national, university and independent museums cannot aspire to democratic heights. All it takes is a positive attitude, determination, a social conscience, and an understanding that poverty still exists and publicly-funded organisations have an obligation to working class people. 
We are determined to create a democratic national museum in the Museum of Liverpool, which is under construction as I speak just 300 metres away – nothing less will satisfy us at National Museums Liverpool. 
We are, after all, in a city that, and I may live to regret this, I described last year in the Museums Journal as “a city where democracy has gone mad”. What I meant was that all Liverpudlians appear to have an opinion about everything, none of them is at all reluctant to share their opinions, and all of them have a sense of ownership of everything. 
It is simply not an option to create anything other than a democratic museum, in this city, of this city, and to a degree by the people of this city, because they wouldn’t allow it. That’s true democracy.
McMASTER

Where does the McMaster report sit in all this? Well there is a session on the report at this conference tomorrow so you can find out more then. Here are a few thoughts in advance of that opportunity. 
The report suggests we need to move away from a culture of measurement to one of judgement, in what I fear is a King Canute-like attempt to turn back the tide of broader social relevance. And so we risk a return to the days of being preoccupied with comfortable inputs rather than difficult outcomes; we risk taking the spotlight away from the needs and views of museum audiences, a spotlight some of us have fought hard for in the teeth of indifference and hostility. 
If the report encourages reactionary and undemocratic forces to scuttle back into the shadows and lose all over again a sense of responsibility for delivering social value to the whole of the public, dressed up as delivering excellence, then the report will have done the public no favours, and government will have scored a spectacular own goal. 
It is scant consolation that museums were probably not actually a target of the report, which always seemed to me to be directed at the performing arts, but we are where we are, museums are now in the frame, and our peer review sessions begin soon.
As I draw to a close I should like to emulate the Chartists and offer you a six-point Democratic Charter for Museums: My six demands are for:

· Acknowledgement and delivery of universal entitlement
· Embracing of public involvement
· Measurement and judgement

· Governance of the people, by the people and for the people
· Free access

· …all within the context of an ambitious, creative and democratic National Museum Strategy, based upon a properly core-funded and permanent Renaissance in the Regions programme
Finally, the UK is not alone in witnessing the democratisation of museums. One great example is the District Six Museum in Cape Town, South Africa. 
The best example of the democratic museum I have ever found is, ironically, in Cambodia. In a country still recovering from the excesses of the Khmer Rouge regime, foreign invasion and civil war, the Cambodian Landmine Museum gets on in traditional museum fashion with its work of educating people about military conflict. But it also houses and schools landmine-affected children, who have lost limbs. The museum, to quote its mission, serves: 
“as a place of healing for bodies, hearts and minds. We believe that love, support, and education will help secure a better opportunity for the children that live here.”
I love this mission, and I pay tribute to the people who wrote it.

There are times when we should remind ourselves of the enormous capacity of museums to impact on the lives of people, and that there are no inviolable rules governing just how we do that. 
We may see that when we succeed in creating democratic museums, we scale the heights of social achievement; and when we fail, we betray the whole of society.
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